Introduction
Political interest in 'active citizenship' generally centres on young people's participation in voluntary work. Although not the government's priority, 'active citizenship' can also be approached in terms of more informal political action. However, if these categories are so narrowly conceived that they are not inclusive of the range of forms of social participation in which young people are involved, they have limited value as foci for understanding young people as 'active citizens'. This chapter is based on a three-year study of young people, 'Negotiating Transitions to Citizenship',* which examines how young people recognize and respond to plural models of citizenship.
While a waged employment-oriented understanding of citizenship tends to exclude many young people, the notion of citizenship as constructive social participation is a more inclusionary model. This chapter focuses and expands on this theme in considering young people's 'active citizenship' and social participation. It first considers the importance of 'active citizenship' in current political discourses. The aims and methods of the research are then outlined and the diverse and fluid forms of social participation among young people in the study are discussed. Two case studies are used to illustrate these complex forms of participation and how they are embedded into everyday lifestyles. A key finding here is that in young people's lived practice, distinctions between voluntary work, informal politics and other forms of social participation collapse. Arising from this finding, the chapter concludes by suggesting an alternative approach to examining 'active citizenship', by mapping the different forms of young people's social participation.
Active citizenship
Although the term is far from clear, the essence of 'active citizenship' would seem to be constructive social participation. For example, Osler (1997, p. 10) writes that: 'Active citizenship implies active participation in society', and that it is concerned with relations between individuals and institutions, and 'relations within communities and between citizens'. We are using the notion of 'constructive social participation' to distinguish certain forms of social action from social participation more generally. Constructive social participation can be understood as the expression of citizenship responsibility. However, we would argue that it also embraces activities that are not a direct expression of citizenship but that, nevertheless, indirectly strengthen citizenship through strengthening 'social capital' (Putnam, 2000) .
In the UK, the notion of 'active citizenship' achieved political prominence in the late 1980s as part of a short-lived campaign by the Conservative government to attempt to promote public service and civic responsibility. 'Active citizenship' was defined by the then Home Secretary Douglas Hurd (1989) as 'the free acceptance by individuals of voluntary obligations to the community of which they are members'. The emphasis here was exclusively on the promotion of voluntary work as a citizenship responsibility and this approach depicted the active citizen as 'a depoliticised voluntary worker ' (Oliver and Heater, 1994, p. 130) .
Voluntary work is also central to New Labour's approach towards 'active citizenship'. When discussing the government's plans for citizenship education and the national Millennium Volunteers programme, David Blunkett (then Education and Employment Secretary) emphasized the importance of promoting young people's
